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rOMPRESSING DATA STORED IN A DATABASE SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND 

[001] A database is a collection of stored data that is logically related and that is 
accessible by one or more users or applications. A popular type of database is the 
relational database management system, which includes relational tables made up of rows 
and columns. Each row represents an occurrence of an entity defined by a table, with an 
entity being a person, place, or thing about which the table contains information. 

[002] To extract data from, or to update, a relational table, queries according to a 
standard database query language are used (e.g., Structured Query Language or SQL). 
One version of SQL is the SQL-92 Standard, while another version of SQL is the SQL-99 
Standard (also referred to as the SQL-3 Standard). 

[003] SQL-99 defines several data types, including predefined data types and user- 
defined data types (UDTs). Examples of predefined data types include the number data 
type for representing numeric values, character string data type for representing a 
sequence of characters, and so forth. A characteristic of predefined SQL data types is 
that the inherent structure of the data type is aheady defined by the SQL Standard. User- 
defined data types, on the other hand, are not predefined; instead, user-defined data types 
are set by an appUcation, a database management system, or by another standard. 

[004] With the advent of user-defined data types, more complex data obj ects can be 
stored in relational tables. Examples of complex objects include video data, image data, 
audio data, formatted documents, multimedia data, and so forth. Database systems that 
are capable of storing complex objects in relational tables are referred to as object 
relational database management systems (ORDBMS). In an ORDBMS, the user-defined 
data type enables the storage of large objects as an entry in the relational table. 

[005] In many modem database applications, large amounts of data are typically stored. 
For example, in some data warehousing applications, vast amounts of data are stored. 
Conventionally, data compression is appUed to reduce data storage requirements. One 
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compression teclmique applies compression on entire data blocks. A data block is a 
predefined block of storage for storing one or more rows of a table. The compression of 
entire data blocks is considered a brute force compression technique that may not be 
efficient in all circumstances. Another compression technique is applied on certain data 
values, such as null values and most frequently used values. However, this latter 
compression technique is available for certain data values, but may not be available for 
other data values stored in tables. 

SUMMARY 

[006] In general, an improved compression method and apparatus is provided for data 
stored in a database system. For example, a process for use in a database system includes 
storing data according to a user-defined data type in a table, and associating at least a first 
compression routine with the user-defined data type. The first compression routine is 
used to compress the data according to the user defined data type. 

[007] Other or altemative features will become apparent from the following description, 
from the drawings, and from the claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
[008] Fig. 1 is a block diagram of an example arrangement of a cHent system and a 
database system. 

[009] Fig. 2 illustrates an example table stored in the database system of Fig. 1. 

[0010] Fig. 3 illustrates a hierarchy of various user-defined data types that enable 
compression of data. 

[00 11] Fig. 4 is a flow diagram of a process of writing data to a relational table in a 
database system. 

[0012] Fig. 5 is a flow diagram of a process of altering compression of data stored m a 
relational table. 



DETAILED DESCRIPTION 
[001 3] In the following description, numerous details are set forth to provide an 
understanding of the present invention. However, it will be understood by those skilled 
m the art that the present invention may be practiced without these details and that 
numerous variations or modifications j&om the described embodiments are possible. 

[0014] Fig. 1 shows a cUent system 10 coupled to a database system 14 over a data 
network 12. Examples of the data network 12 include a local area network (LAN), a 
wide area network (WAN), the Internet, and so forth. The cUent system 10 is capable of 
issuing queries according to a standard database query language to the database system 
14 to access or update data or to create or alter data structures (e.g., tables, rows, and so 
forth) in the database system 14. One type of a standard database query language is the 
Structured Query Language (SQL). SQL is provided by the American National 
Standards Institute (ANSI), with one version being the SQL-99 Standard (also referred to 
as the SQL-3 Standard). Although reference is made to SQL-99 in this discussion, other 
embodiments can employ other types of standard database query languages that provide 
for user-defined data types (UDTs). 

[0015] As used here, a "UDT" refers to a data type used in the database system that can 
be created by a user, an application, a database management system, or another standard 
(other than the database query language standard). UDTs are contrasted with predefined 
or built-in data types, which have structures aheady defined by the standard database 
query language itself. 

[0016] SQL provides for data definition language (DDL) statements that are used to 
define database structures. SQL also provides for data manipulation language (DML) 
statements that are used to manipulate fields of a table. Examples of DML statements 
include SELECT, UPDATE, DELETE, and INSERT statements. Examples of DDL 
statements include statements to create or modify tables or views. In addition, in 
accordance with SQL-99, DDL statements include a CREATE TYPE statement to create 
a UDT, and a CREATE METHOD statement to create a method associated with a UDT. 



All such statements can be generated by the cUent system 10 and communicated over the 
data network 12 for processing by the database system 14. 

[0017] In accordance with some embodiments of the invention, one or more UDTs are 
defined to enable compression of data stored in the database system 14. One example 
UDT is referred to as CompressUDT. The CompressUDT is associated with defined data 
structures as well as with one or more UDT methods, hi this case, the UDT methods 
include compression methods to apply compression on data stored according to the 
CompressUDT. A method is a routine that is invoked to perform a task with respect to 
data defined by the UDT. 

[0018] In one embodiment, a UDT is implemented as a C++ class, which includes data 
1^ and methods. Typically, such methods are not visible to an SQL user (e.g., a software 
|3 application). In other embodiments, a UDT can be implemented by some other 
P mechanism. 

ry 

[0019] According to one arrangement, the database system 14 includes a plurahty of 
in nodes 16 A, 16B, and 16C that are coupled together by an interconnect layer 15. The 
U node 16A is coupled to the network 12, and in the illustrated embodiment, includes a 

parsing engine or query coordinator 18. The parsing engine 18 interprets a query (such as 
in a query received fi-om the cUent system 10), checks the query for proper SQL syntax, and 
1% sends out executable actions to be performed by the nodes 16B, 16C. 

[0020] Each of the nodes 16B, 16C includes an access module 22. One example of an 
access module 22 is the access module processor (AMP) used in some TERADATA 
database systems from NCR Corporation. Each access module 22 is responsible for 
managing access to a respective portion of the database. As shown in Fig. 1, each access 

module 22 manages access to data stored in a respective storage module 24. Although 
shown as discrete components, the storage module 24 may be part of the same storage 
subsystem, with the storage modules 24 representing different partitions of the storage 
subsystem. 



4 



[0021] Each storage module 24 stores one or more tables. Because the database system 
14 shown in Fig. 1 is a parallel database system that enables concurrent access of 

different portions of a table, the tables are distributed among plural storage modules 24, 
as shown in Fig. 1. Each table is thus said to be distributed across multiple access 
modules, with data in the respective portions of the table accessed by corresponding 
access modules. 

[0022] In a different embodiment, instead of having multiple nodes, the parallel database 
system is implemented as a smgle-node, multiprocessing system that has plural 
processors. In yet another embodiment, a uni-processor database system is used. 

[0023] Fig. 2 shows an example table 100 that is stored in the database system 14 of Fig. 
1. The table 100 includes plural rows (or tuples) 102, as well as columns (or attributes) 
104. In the example of Fig. 2, attributes A and B are according to predefined data types, 
such as integers, characters, and so forth. However, the table 100 also includes an 
attribute according to a UDT, referred to as the CompressUDT. 

[0024] CompressUDT is capable of storing large objects 106, such as video data, unage 
data, multimedia data, formatted documents, and so forth. According to one 
embodiment, CompressUDT maintains the following data structures for each data object 
stored in the table according to CompressUDT: Kind (integer), which indicates the type 
of compression algorithm used to compress the data object; and PCTCompressed 
(floating type), which contains a value indicating the percentage of compression of the 
data object (a higher value mdicates that the data object is more compressed). As used 
here, a "data object" refers generally to data stored in an entry of a relational table. 

[0025] The Kind and PCTCompressed data structures are maintained for each data object 
that is of type CompressUDT in die relational table. When a CompressUDT data object 
is accessed, the Kind value is used by the CompressUDT to determine what compression 
algorithm to use to uncompress data. In some cases, user-defined methods (UDMS) can 
be invoked to retrieve die PCTCompressed value to determine how efficiently the data 
object is compressed (as explained fiirther below). The PCTCompressed value can be 



used by an SQL user to determine whether a given data object can benefit from further 
compression, such as by use of another compression algorithm. 

[0026] In addition to the Kind and PCTCompressed data structures, CompressUDT is 
also associated with one or more built-in UDT compression methods. Plural built-in 
compression methods associated with CompressUDT are used to implement respective 
plural compression algorithms. When storing a data object into a CompressUDT 
attribute of a table, one of the CompressUDT compression methods is invoked to 
compress the data. The plural CompressUDT methods are ordered according to some 
index to identify the order in which the compression methods are to be called to improve 
the compression of a data object. One of the built-in CompressUDT methods is marked 
as the default method to use for compressing data. The built-in CompressUDT methods 
are also used to uncompress data objects as they are being retrieved (with the Kind data 
structure used to specify which method to invoke). 

[0027] According to one embodiment, in addition to the built-in compression methods, 
the following user-defined methods (UDMs) are also defined: an AlterCompression( ) 
method 30, and a GetCompressionDensity( ) method 32 (see Fig. 1). In one example, a 
user-defined method is a C++ function that is visible to an SQL user (e.g., a software 
application). A C++ function can be called directly by an SQL user. A user-defined 
method is contrasted to a built-in UDT method, which cannot be invoked directly by an 
SQL user. 

[0028] In alternative embodiments, the compression methods for implementing 
respective compression algorithms can also be user-defined methods. For example, 
CompressUDT can be associated with some built-in compression methods as well as with 
one or more user-defined methods to implement fiirther compression algorithm(s). In 
another arrangement, all compression methods can be implemented as user-defined 
methods. Also, the AlterCompression( ) method 30 and GetCompressionDensity( ) 
method 32 discussed above can be implemented as built-in UDT methods instead of user- 
defined methods. 
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[0029] Thus, generally, a "method" can refer to either a bxiilt-in UDT method or a user- 
defined method. 

[0030] In one example, the syntax of the AlterCompression( ) method 30 is as follows: 
AlterCompression(CompressionList array [ ] of integer). The AlterCompression( ) 
method 30 is invoked to improve data compression using one or more compression 
algorithms specified in the CompressionList array. The hsted one or more compressing 
algorithms are built-in compression methods associated with CompressUDT. The 
AlterCompression( ) method 30 returns the newly compressed object. 

[0031] The GetCompressionDensity( ) method 32 returns the PCTCompressed value 
which represents how much an accessed CompressUDT data object has been compressed 
(as a percentage). 

[0032] In one example, the following SQL statement can be used to re-compress objects 
stored in a table (Album): 

[0033] UPDATE Album 

SET Picture = Picture. AlterCompression(CompressionList) 
WHERE Picture,GetCompressionDensity( ) < 75. 

[0034] In the example above, the table Album includes a CompressUDT attribute Picture 
for storing image objects. The statement returns the percentage compression of each 
Picture object. For those Picture objects that have a compression density of less than 
75%, the AlterCompression( ) method 30 is called to recompress objects in the Picture 
attribute using one or more specified compression algorithms in CompressionList. 

[0035] The stmcture of CompressUDT is shown in a box 200 in Fig. 3. CompressUDT 
includes the Kind and PCTCompressed data structures. Also associated with 
CompressUDT are the built-in UDT compression methods (three illustrated in the 
example) as well as the user-defined methods AlterCompression( ) and 
GetCompressionDensity( ). 

[0036] The database system can also include other UDTs that are built upon 
CompressUDT. By building the other UDTs upon CompressUDT, properties of the base 



UDT (CompressUDT) can be inherited. The following are some examples of other 
UDTs that can be defined in the database system 14: CompressedPictureUDT (box 202), 
and CompressedTextUDT (box 204). The CompressedPictureUDT is used to store large 
image objects, which can be ra the form of a binary large object (BLOB). The 
CompressedTextUDT is used to store text objects, such as text documents. 

[0037] The Kind and PCTCompressed data structures and UDT compression methods are 
inherited from CompressUDT into the child UDTs. Thus, the CompressedPictureUDT 
and CompressedTextUDT have access to the same UDT compression methods. 
However, each of the CompressedPictureUDT and CompressedTextUDT may use a 
different default compression algorithm depending on which is the most efficient for the 
particular type of data. For example, a first compression algorithm may be more efficient 
I* for image objects stored according to CompressedPictureUDT, while a second 
O compression algorithm may be more efficient for text documents stored according to 
J CompressedTextUDT. 

p. [0038] In addition, a ColorPictureUDT (box 206) is built upon the 

CompressedPictureUDT, and a BlackAndWhitePictureUDT (box 208) is also built upon 
the CompressedPictureUDT. The ColorPictureUDT is used to store color images, while 

12 the BlackAndWhitePictureUDT is used to store black and white images. Again, 

ColorPictureUDT and BlackAndWhitePictureUDT inherit the same data structures and 
built-in compression methods from the parent UDTs. However, the default compression 
method for compressing data may be different. 

[0039] Fig. 4 shows a process of storing data according to one of the above-listed 
compression UDTs in a relational table. A request to store data is received (at 302) by 
the database management software. This can be an SQL INSERT statement, for 
example, to insert a row into the table. Next, the database management software 
determines (at 304) if the data is to be stored according to a UDT. 

[0040] If the data is to be stored according to a UDT, a built-in LIDT method is invoked 
(at 306). If the UDT is the CompressUDT, then the invoked built-in UDT method is a 
compression method. Note that generally, the database management software does not 
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necessarily know whether a UDT is a compression UDT or not. If the invoked UDT 
method is a compression method, then the method compresses the data (at 308). The 
compressed data is stored in the table (at 310). 

[0041] However if data is to be stored according to a data type other than a UDT, as 
detemiined at 304, then the access modide 22 proceeds (at 312) to store the data without 
invoking a UDT method. 

[0042] After data has been stored into a table that contains at least one attribute according 
to a compression UDT, a user may wish to check if other compression algorithms can be 

used to enhance compression efficiency. This is accomplished by calling the 
AlterCompression( ) method 30. As shown in Fig. 5, in response to invocation (at 350) 
of the AlterCompression( ) method 30, the AlterCompression( ) method 30 accesses (at 
^ 352) the CompressionList array to determine which compression algorithms to use. The 

HPS' 

f J AlterCompression( ) method 30 calls (at 354) the UDT compression method 
ry corresponding to each of the listed compression algorithms to compress the data 

, 1 according to the corresponding compression algorithm. If multiple compression 
in algorithms are listed, then multiple UDT compression methods are called. 

If* 

U [0043] If plural compression algorithms are listed, the relative efficiencies of the 

compression performed using the plural compression algorithms are compared (at 356) to 

C3 identify the optimal algorithm. The compression percentage is also compared to the 
original compression percentage. The compressed object according to this algorithm is 
then returned (at 358) for storage into the table. In creating the compressed object, values 
of the Kind and PCTCompressed data structures associated with the compressed UDT 
object are set to reflect the type of compression algorithm used and the percentage of 
compression. If it is determined that the one or more compression algorithms in 
CompressionList did not improve the compression efficiency, then the original data 
object is left unchanged. 

[0044] Instructions of the various software routines or modules discussed herein (such as 
access modules 22, UDT methods, and user-defined methods) are loaded for execution on 
corresponding control units or processors. The control units or processors include 
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microprocessors, microcontrollers, processor modules or subsystems (including one or 
more microprocessors or microcontrollers), or other control or computing devices. As 
used here, a "controller" refers to hardware, software, or a combination thereof. A 
"controller" can refer to a single component or to plural components (whether software or 
hardware). 

[0045] Data and instructions (of the various software routines or modules) are stored m 
respective storage devices, which are implemented as one or more machine-readable 
storage media. The storage media include different forms of memory including 
semiconductor memory devices such as dynamic or static random access memories 
(DRAMs or SRAMs), erasable and programmable read-only memories (EPROMs), 
electrically erasable and programmable read-only memories (EEPROMs) and flash 
memories; magnetic disks such as fixed, floppy and removable disks; other magnetic 
media including tape; and optical media such as compact disks (CDs) or digital video 
disks (DVDs). 

[0046] The instructions of the software routines or modules are loaded or transported to 
each system in one of many different ways. For example, code segments including 
instructions stored on floppy disks, CD or DVD media, a hard disk, or transported 
through a network interface card, modem, or other interface device are loaded into tiie 
device or system and executed as corresponding software routines or modules. In the 
loading or transport process, data signals that are embodied in carrier waves (transmitted 
over telephone lines, network lines, wireless links, cables, and the like) communicate the 
code segments, including instructions, to the system. Such carrier waves are in the form 
of electrical, optical, acoustical, electromagnetic, or other types of signals. 

[0047] While the invention has been disclosed with respect to a limited number of 
embodiments, those skilled in the art will appreciate numerous modifications and 
variations there from. It is intended that the appended claims cover such modifications 
and variations as fall within the true spirit and scope of the invention. 
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